On Machines, Self-Organization, and the Global Traveling of Knowledge, circa 1500-1900.
How and why does knowledge move from one place in the world to another? This is the key question of this contribution to the Focus section. The essay discusses a number of concepts concerning the global traveling of knowledge that are relevant for both preindustrial and industrial times. It proposes to modify and extend the metaphor of the "machine," introduced by James McClellan and François Regourd. Global traveling of knowledge was in historical reality often not only coordinated by "colonial" (or rather "imperial") machines but also by machines of a "commercial" or "religious" nature. Moreover, flows of knowledge could also be moved by forces from below, which may be analyzed by means of the concept of "self-organization." A range of examples illustrates that these concepts can be usefully applied in European as well as outer-European contexts.